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Objective: This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of self-compassion in
the relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological well-being in female
athletes.

Methodology: A descriptive-correlational research design with path analysis was
used. The statistical population included all female athletes registered in sports clubs
in Bojnord during the second half of 2024 (n=980). A total of 269 participants were
selected via cluster sampling. The instruments included the Cognitive Flexibility
Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010), the Psychological Well-being Scale (Tennant
et al., 2007), and the Self-Compassion Scale—Short Form (Raes et al., 2011). Data were
analyzed using AMOS version 26.

Findings: Path analysis revealed a well-fitted model. Cognitive flexibility had a
significant direct effect on both self-compassion (f=0.296, p<0.001) and psychological
well-being (f=0.298, p<0.001). Self-compassion also had a significant direct effect on
psychological well-being (B=0.112, p=0.047). Bootstrap results confirmed a
significant indirect effect of cognitive flexibility on psychological well-being through
self-compassion ($=0.033, p<0.01).

Conclusion: The study highlights the mediating role of self-compassion in the link
between cognitive flexibility and psychological well-being among female athletes.
Enhancing cognitive flexibility may promote psychological well-being via greater self-
compassion. These findings underscore the importance of implementing self-
compassion training interventions to support mental health in this population.
Keywords: Cognitive flexibility, psychological well-being, self-compassion.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In recent years, the importance of psychological well-being among athletes has gained increasing
scholarly and professional attention. Female athletes, in particular, are exposed to a wide array of
psychosocial stressors—ranging from performance pressure, media scrutiny, to gender-based role
conflicts—which can jeopardize their mental health and performance sustainability. Psychological well-
being, a multidimensional construct involving self-acceptance, positive interpersonal relationships,
personal growth, environmental mastery, autonomy, and life purpose, is a vital indicator of mental health
that extends beyond the absence of psychopathology and includes positive functioning and life satisfaction
(Karas et al., 2014; Rugira et al., 2013). The World Health Organization has also highlighted mental well-being
as a fundamental component of overall health, emphasizing its role in resilience, productivity, and quality
of life (World Health, 2014).

Two central constructs have emerged in the literature as key facilitators of psychological well-
being: cognitive flexibility and self-compassion. Cognitive flexibility is the capacity to shift one's
perspective and adapt cognitive strategies in the face of changing or conflicting environmental demands.
It is considered a crucial aspect of executive functioning and emotional regulation, allowing individuals
to reinterpret challenges and avoid rigid, maladaptive thinking patterns (Doorley et al., 2020). Research has
demonstrated that individuals with higher cognitive flexibility report lower psychological distress and
greater levels of well-being, owing to their ability to reframe experiences positively and select more
adaptive coping mechanisms (Bertiz, 2018; Bilgin, 2017; Kazemi et al., 2019).

Within the framework of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), psychological
flexibility—which includes cognitive flexibility—is viewed as a fundamental psychological skill for
fostering resilience and emotional health. Meta-analyses have supported the efficacy of ACT-based
interventions in promoting well-being across diverse populations (Levin et al., 2012; Stenhoff et al., 2020).
Moreover, during the COVID-19 pandemic, online ACT trials demonstrated increased psychological
flexibility and reduced burnout, particularly among adolescents and medical students (Ditton et al., 2022;
Lappalainen et al., 2023).

Alongside cognitive flexibility, self-compassion has emerged as another pivotal predictor of
psychological well-being. Defined as treating oneself with kindness, recognizing one's shared humanity,
and being mindful of one’s negative experiences, self-compassion is linked to decreased
psychopathological symptoms and enhanced emotional health (Neff, 2011, 2016). Multiple empirical studies
have shown that self-compassion is inversely related to anxiety, depression, and self-criticism, and
positively associated with happiness, life satisfaction, and resilience (Marshall & Brockman, 2016; Pastore et al.,
2023). Self-compassion is particularly protective in populations subjected to chronic or situational
stressors, such as athletes, who often grapple with perfectionism and high self-standards (Neff, 2023; Zhang
et al., 2022).

The interrelationship between cognitive flexibility and self-compassion also deserves attention.
Some scholars propose that cognitive flexibility facilitates the development of self-compassion, as
individuals become more adept at reinterpreting personal failures and setbacks in less self-critical ways
(Chen, 2019; Mendes et al., 2022). In serial mediation models, psychological flexibility and self-compassion



have been found to co-function as protective factors against substance misuse, emotional dysregulation,
and subjective ill-being (Arslan, 2024). Moreover, studies among university students and adolescents
suggest that these constructs not only contribute to individual well-being but can also be cultivated through
targeted interventions (Pyszkowska & Rénnlund, 2021; Uzun & Karatas, 2023).

However, research examining the triadic relationship among cognitive flexibility, self-
compassion, and psychological well-being—particularly in the context of female athletes—remains
limited. This gap is noteworthy given the elevated psychological demands faced by this demographic and
the potential utility of such traits in mitigating mental health risks (Purcell et al., 2019; Walton et al., 2024). The
present study was designed to address this gap by exploring the mediating role of self-compassion in the
relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological well-being among female athletes in Bojnord,
Iran. By employing a path analysis framework, this study offers a nuanced understanding of the direct and
indirect pathways through which cognitive flexibility contributes to psychological well-being.

Methodology

This study adopted a descriptive-correlational research design with a focus on path analysis. The
statistical population consisted of all female athletes registered in sports clubs in Bojnord during the
second half of 2024, totaling 980 individuals. A sample of 269 participants was selected through cluster
sampling. Data were collected using three standardized instruments: the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory
(CFI) developed by Dennis and Vander Wal (2010), the Warwick—Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
(WEMWRBS) by Tennant et al. (2007), and the short-form Self-Compassion Scale (SCS-SF) by Raes et
al. (2011). Reliability coefficients for these instruments in the present study ranged from 0.76 to 0.90. The
AMOS 26 software was used for data analysis and model testing.

Findings

The demographic analysis indicated that 66.2% of the sample were married and 33.8% were single,
with age ranging from 18 to 45 years. Educationally, the majority held a bachelor's degree (43%).
Multivariate normality was confirmed using Mardia’s coefficient (1.730, t = 0.650), validating the use of
path analysis.

Model fit indices confirmed the acceptability of the hypothesized model: y2/df = 1.96, RMSEA =
0.059, CFI = 0.952, PCFI = 0.655, and PNFI = 0.643—all within acceptable thresholds. Direct path
coefficients showed that cognitive flexibility significantly predicted both self-compassion (f =0.296, p <
0.001) and psychological well-being (B = 0.298, p < 0.001). Furthermore, self-compassion also
significantly predicted psychological well-being (f = 0.112, p = 0.047). Indirect path analysis indicated
that the effect of cognitive flexibility on psychological well-being was partially mediated by self-
compassion (f = 0.033, p <0.01), as confirmed by bootstrap confidence intervals.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study confirmed the hypothesized model in which cognitive flexibility exerts both
direct and indirect effects on psychological well-being through self-compassion. These findings
underscore the foundational role of cognitive flexibility in enabling individuals to adapt to complex and
unpredictable situations, reframe negative experiences, and maintain psychological balance. By enhancing
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cognitive reappraisal and reducing cognitive rigidity, flexible thinkers are better equipped to buffer against
stress and existential uncertainty, thus enjoying a higher sense of well-being.

Furthermore, the direct effect of cognitive flexibility on self-compassion highlights the mutually
reinforcing nature of these constructs. Individuals who are cognitively flexible may be more likely to
adopt less judgmental, more accepting attitudes toward their own failures and imperfections. This reflects
a cognitive-emotional synergy where openness to experience, perspective-taking, and self-kindness
coalesce to form a stable foundation for emotional resilience and well-being.

The mediating role of self-compassion further expands our understanding of how psychological
resources interact. Self-compassion not only functions as a direct enhancer of well-being but also acts as
a conduit through which cognitive capacities manifest their emotional benefits. This is particularly
relevant for female athletes, who often encounter societal pressures for perfection, internalize criticism,
and experience heightened vulnerability to mental health disorders. The findings advocate for a dual focus
in interventions—targeting both cognitive flexibility and self-compassion—to generate more holistic and
sustainable improvements in psychological well-being.

In sum, the present research adds to the growing body of literature emphasizing the interplay
between cognitive and emotional competencies in mental health. It provides empirical support for the
integration of self-compassion training and cognitive flexibility enhancement in psychological skills
development programs for athletes. These strategies could be instrumental in fostering adaptive coping,
emotional balance, and performance sustainability, thereby contributing to both personal and professional
flourishing in female athletes.
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